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byAndrew Morris 
In an interview given on the occasion of the Forty-first World Cup Golf 
Tournament, held in Shenzheri in November 1995, China's Sports Minister Wu 
Shaozu told reporters ofhis plans actively to promote golf throughout China. Wu 
explained his enthusiasm thusly: not only is golf "a sport beneficial to the body 
and mind," but also, "in some coastal cities and special economic zones, golfhas 
become a helpful intermediary in expanding China's foreign trade." Perhaps 
most importantly for Wu, "The physique of the Chinese people is suited to the 
sport, which requires techniques [sic] and coordination of movements rather 
than strength." 1 
These recent official comments on golf in China caught my eye not so 
much for their seeming crassness and cynicism as for the odd and distorted 
echoes they sounded of early Republican China. Eighty-some years ago, Chi­
nese bodies and minds simply did without the benefit now apparently provided 
by golf clubs, courses and carts. In China there were as yet no alcohol- and 
greed-soaked 19th holes in which to close multinational corporate deals. Athlet­
ics, exercise and Chinese physiques were already quite common topics of dis­
cussion, however, as educators, intellectuals and students of a different China 
worked feverishly to save and strengthen their new republic. 
The philosophical, educational, political, cUlt1,!ral, literary and scientific ex­
plorations that so marked China in the 1910s were also accompanied by a fas­
cination with physical education and Chinese bodies. Among the many new 
concepts that quickly became common sense in the Republican era was the 
ideai  of a strongt national body that would be strengthenedand solidified by a fit, 
competitive,titi , disciplinedi  citizenry that could work and play together as a team. 
The connectionti  between physical exertion and a strong nation, especially as 
trumpetedtr t  by Western and Japanese patriots, already seemed rather obvious to 
many concerned Chinese ofthe 191Os. Exactly how to make this crucial con­
nection,ti , however,, was still open to debate. Discussions of physical education 
and endeavor (tiyu) and the nation usually centered around two main types of 
exercise-Germani  and Swedish gymnastics and calisthenics (known as ticao) , 
and thet  Anglo-Americanl  team sports of ball games and track and field (also 
referredr f  tot  as tiyu). By the May Fourth movement of 1919, competitive team 
sportst  had emerged as the strengthening and unifying tiyu of choice, with ticao 
lingeringli i  on as a more seldom-used disciplinary supplement. Noticeably absent 
fromfr  theset  debatest  and this final outcome was the traditional Chinese martial 
artsrt  (wushu); thet  fact that this absence is "noticeable" to us today says much 
aboutt our own notions of Chinese nationalisms, national essences and their 
masculineli  overtones.. But it would not be an exaggeration to say that the wushu 
simplyi l  was not noticed at all by many of these modern-minded Republican 
patriots,t i t , whose aversion to Chinese feudal and unscientific forms led them to 
constructt t a tiyut  based on Western definitions of bodies and nations. 
By thet  early 1920s, the forms ofphysical exercise and recreation in China 
marked by thet  term "tiyu" bore great resemblance to forms that would be 
recognizedr i  botht  then and now by Westerners as "sports" or "athletics." (As 
neitherit  of theset  words provide an exact fit for Chinese physical culture, how­
ever,, I feell most comfortable using the term "tiyu.") 2 Remarkably, since these 
earlyrl  debates,t , thist  definition of tiyu has never been seriously challenged, and 
remainsr i  almostl t completely intact to this day. 3 These same games originally 
pushed by imperialists,i  missionaries and "puppets of anti-democratic govern­
mentt cliques"li  have since formed the basis not only of competitions between 
revolutionaryr l ti  work teams and military units in the People's Republic, and be­
tweent  Chinai  and itsi  Third World allies in the 1960s Games of the New Emerg­
ingi  Forces,, butt are also the events in which PRC athletes now excel in interna­
tionalti l competitions.titi . Ifwe recognize the importance that has been placed ontiyu 
and physicali l fitnessit  in twentieth century China, then this poses two very impor­
tantt t questions:ti : What was the power and attraction of this new Western tiyu, 
and how didi  itit become so wrapped up in the Chinese nation? ,....,.... 
Much has been written by sociologists of sport onthe important factors of 
violence,i l , classl  stratification,, and political ideology in sport allover the world.. 4 
However,, theset  works allll seem tot  share assumptionsti  thatt t thet  Anglo-Americanl i  
"sports" are very natural forms of  societal  organization,  or  that  theret  isi  a  basici  
human need to participate in rituals ofcompetition and teamwork.. In thist i litera­lit r ­
ture, it is never questioned why Americans,  Chinese,  Brazilians,, and  Iranians,i , 
for example, would all choose to compete  in similar  forms  ofphysicali l activity,ti it , 
like basketball or a 100-meter dash. I do not  share  these  assumptionsti  aboutt thet  
universality of  these games, but  still must  face  the  question  of  why  so  many  
peoples all ov~r the world have taken to the Western  athletic  forms  as  univer­i r­
sal. TheAnglo-American sports are particular forms  ofphysicallactivity,ti it , devel­l­
oped at specific times in specific places  as part  of  specific  worldviews.l i . How  
have these values managed to endure  as the  Chinese  tiyu? 
I hold that the prevalence ofa fairly uniform  standard ofphysicali lactivitiesti iti  
and competitions around the world is very closely  tied  to  the  fairlyi l  uniformi  
standard of the modern nation-state that  transcends  any  officiall rulingli  ideologyi l  
of the twentieth century. Athletics and the nation  should  not  strike us  as  an  odd  
pairing; it seems almost impossible to imagine  modern  athletics  withoutit t itsit  na­­
·L tional foundation and functions (from  national  fitness  standards  and  interna­i t ­
tional competitions to national sports heroes  and  sports  jargon).. Chinai  isi  no  
exception to this model. The Chinese tiyu was being  built along  with,it , and in,i , thet  
new Chinese nation, and was influenced  from  outside  in  similar  ways.. The  
reasons for the development of the  popular tiyu, for  holding  nationali l and  inter­i t r­
national athletic meets, and for tens of thousands  of spectators  tot  pay  tot  watcht  
these competitions, derive from, and  reflect  back into  the  story  of thet  nation.ti . In  
Republican China, it was in the nation's  name  that  tiyu  could  developl  ini  thet  
ways it did. Likewise, the competitions and  struggles  on  the  athleticti grounds  of  
China would influence how many Chinese  people. saw  their  future  as  a  nation.ti . 
The two English-language book-length  histories  oftwentietht centuryt Chi­i­
nese tiyu concentrate on explicit ties between  sport  and  politicall ideology,i l , orr 
privilege foreign contributions as the most  significant impulses  in thet shapingi of  
Chinese athletics. 5 Both works are important  contributions  in  understandingt i  
Chinese tiyu, but their authors leave out  the  story  of  how  this  tiyui  becomes  
Chinese in the first place. In this paper, I hope  to  work  towards  explainingl i i how  
the world systems of  athletics and of  the  nation-state  worked  ini  parallelll l and  
complementary ways, posited the athletic arena  as a representationti  of thet  na­­
tion; and presented Chinese with the foreign  details  that  (by  May  Fourth)t  werer  
then translated into pieces of  the Chinese  nation.  
* * * * 
In studying why this kind of"athletics"  came to form  the  Chinesei tiyu,ti , we  
mustt realizeli  thatt t many ini  Republicanli  Chinai soughtt tot imaginei i theset new activi-ti i­
tiesti  ini  termst  of older documented forms of Chinese physical culture, mainly 
aristocraticri t ti  games and military training, that came to be called the "ancient 
tiyu."ti .  Thisi  moment of comparison, the consciousness of what had come be­
fore,f r , isi  extremelyt l  important to me. These comparisons reflect the inherent need 
tot  createt  a transitiont i  between the old and new (which by definition have to be 
veryr  differenti t ini  thet  young nation), and are instances from which we can learn 
much aboutt thet  developing Chinese tiyu and nation. Pierre Bourdieu writes 
convincinglyi i l  of thet  impossibility ofmaking comparisons across the breakwhere 
olderl  games or ritualsit  become "sports." 6There is no question that, as Bourdieu 
writes,rit , theset  activitiesti iti  are seen by old and new participants and their societies 
ini  fundamentallyf t ll  differenti  ways. However, these "impossible" connections are 
exactlytl  thet  ones thatt t many Chinese people in the early 1920s believed in, as 
theyt  saw thet  new Chinesei  tiyu in fact having very much to do with the physical 
formsf r  thatt t preceded it.. 
RepUblican-eraEarlyl  ublica -  tiyu writers like Guo Xifen and Gunsun Hoh (Hao 
Gengsheng) didi  not address the different tums that physical culture took in the 
latel t  Qingi  and early Republican eras, or even the Western origins of the tiyu and 
ticao.ti . Thisi  mighti  be expected; to the tiyu community of the time, the exact· 
originri i  of a game or exercise decades before could have been of only minuscule 
importancei t  compared to its value, here and now, to Chinese bodies and the 
young nation.ti . A more critical and historical narrative such as this, however, 
requiresr i  more attentiont  to these details. 
Militaryilit  ticaoti  drilling was imported into a China that many reformers hoped 
couldl  learnl  from the modem militarist techniques of the rich and strong West. 
Severall of thet  great Qing armies (Xiang, Huai, New Army) and the Tianjin 
.Maritimeriti  Academy invited German instruc:tors to teach military drill (caofa, 
includingi l i  dumbbells,ll , jousting, boxing, and pole climbing) in the 1860s and '70s. 7 
By thet  mid-1880si  it was common for military academiesi s to have German or 
the Sino-Japa-Japanese drillill instructors.i  8 By the late 1890s, after ~?  disastrous ~ . 
nese War and thet  aborted "Hundred Days Reforms,," Qingmany of the new m  
xuetangt  academiesi  featured classes in Japanese-style military ticao (taught by 
retiredr tir  Chinesei  soldiers,l , for lack of any formally trained native personnel). 9 In 
thist i  drivei  tot  buildil  the nation, the Prussian martial ideal and the Japanesebushido 
and "Yamatot  spirit"i  proved strong examples to emulate. Qing reformers made 
ticaotic o instructioni t ti  mandatory in all middle and higher schools for boys and girls in 
accordance withit  thet  1906 Education Edict,, which borrowed from Jiang Baili's'  
1902 treatiset ti  on "The Militarization ofthe People's'  Education.''10.''  
Military strongmen caught this military ticao fever  as well.. Warlordl Feng  
Yuxiang enforced rigorous physical training among  his  men,, requiringi i classesl ini  
boxing and gymnastics, in order  to cultivate  officers  who  could  "jumpj  off  a  
horse and write, or jumpon a horse and kill an enemy."Il Zhang Zuo1ini institutedi tit t  
military training in Shenyang schools as the  "root  of  a  strong  and  victoriousi t i  
armed forces."12 The Education Bureau  of  the  new  Republican  governmentt 
later followeQ. the same militarist visions. An  announcement in December 1912  
instructed educators to emphasize the military  aspects  of ticao  in  order tot  nur­r­
ture a "law-abiding and cooperative spirit"  among  the  people.. And  thet  Bureau  
reminded students that "to be  idle and  weak  is  a shame,, and  tot  be  brave  and  
vigorous is glorious;"13 
However, this rigid picture of  the nation  and  the  exercises  thatt t accompa­­
nied it soon proved unappealing to those  citizens  privileged enough tot  have thet  
opportunity to train their bodies, but  who were  expected  to do  so  tot  defend  thet  
Chinese nation. It was only in the late 191Os, when  young  peoplel  feltlt encour­r­
aged to question many of  the assumptions  of  Chinese  educationall or  govern­­
mental policy, that students would start  to express  their  strong  feelingsli  for  ~e  
drilling and calisthenics that they now  resented  and  saw  as embarrassing.i .1414 
The June 1917 issue ofAssociation Progress, the  normally  placidl i mouth­t ­
piece of the YMCA in China, included  a pointed  piece  by Yun  Daiying,i i , thent  a  
student at Zhonghua University in Wuchang.  Yun attacked  the  militaryilit  ticaoti  
currently taught at his university. He  admitted  that  "every  studenttof our nationti  
isa weak sissy (wenruo), totally unable  to handle  any  weighty  task,",  butt alsol  
saw great problems in the way P.E. classes  were  designed,, with  theirt i  "overex­­
ertion that can injure [students'] internal organs  orJimbs  and torso,, bringingi i no  
benefit and only harm." Yun suggested  that  in  the  current  systemt  of martialti l 
education, students "didn't learn any more than  ifwe  were just listeningt i tot  some  
army commander's  barked orders." He  demanded  that  Chinese  educators:t : 
"Transform the fragmented tiyu into a systematic  tiyu. Transform  thet  lopsidedl i  
tiyu into a comprehensive tiyu. Transform  the  jerky,  inconsistentt tiyuti  intoi t  a  
progressive tiyu. Transform the listless and  dry  tiyu  into  an  interestingti tiyu."ti .  1515 
I read Yun''s frustration and concern as one  of the clearest representationst ti  
of the battles being fought in 1917 over  just  how,  by  whom,, and  even  why,, 
Chinese people would be taught to use  and exert their bodies..16  Ridingi thet windsi  
of the New Culture and May Fourth movements,  Chinese of the  latel t  1910s and  
early 1920s hoped to redefine the terms  on which physical educationti and recre­r ­
ation would be  handled; in this time  of  learning  from  the  Enlightenedt  West'st'  
sciencei  and democracy,, thet  modem  games  and  competitionstiti  thatt t came  from  
Greatr t Britainit i  and the United States were all the rage. In 1917, Yun could refer 
tot  thet  military-styleilit t l  ticaodrill as a type of tiyu, or physical education. But the 
. new Anglo-American·tiyul i ·  that Yun called "progressive" and "interesting" soon 
became known as the tiyu, a term that could be used in opposition to the ticao. 
Theticaoti  drill,ill, despised by liberal-minded college students all overChina, was 
now attackedtt  for its connections to both the now~bankrupt Prussian martial 
ideali l and thet  antiquatedti  Chinese martial arts. By the early 1920s, the militaristic 
ticaoti  alreadyl  seemed obsolete, advocated only by those seen as sentimental or 
deludedl  diehardsPi  Guo Xifen's'  1919 classic History of Athletics in China 
alteadylt  referred tot  a Chmese tiyu that he distinguished from the old (and pre­
sumablyl  extinct)ti t  German- and Swedish-styleticao movement in China. 18 What 
some calledll  thet  "smelly double-track system" of equal concentration on ticao 
and tiyuti  ended around 1922, when the "stale and hackneyed" old ticao drills 
werer  abandoned,, and ticao "coaches" were replaced by tiyu "teachers."19 And 
a surer signi  ofthet passing ofticao was the 1922call by the Education Department's 
Physicali l Fitnessit  and People's'  Recreation Conference for the use of new tiyu 
even ini  militaryilit  and police training, sites that were bastions of the old martial 
drill.l. 2020 
* * * * 
Alongsidel i  military ticao, another form ofphysical education and exertion 
was growingi  ini  China-the Anglo-American-style tiyu. Here, though, it was 
spiritedirit  missionariesi i i  (especially the YMCA), not hardened mercenaries, who 
hoped thatt t a bitit of the magic of the Western experience would rub off on their 
Chinesei  pupils.il . The earliest reference I have found to a Western-style athletic 
experiencei  ini  Chinai  was in 1878, when a missionary in Ningbo praised cricket 
as an enjoyablej l  way to "cure dyspepsia and ... clear up many gloomy views of 
religiousr li i  matterstt  and of the state of the world in general."21 
.. Personall digestivei  idiosyncrasies aside, this second quality of Western 
sportrt thatt t thet  missionaryi i  describes should seem familiar to us. Christianity, a . 
can-do-  spirit,i it, and physical wellness were all part of this missionary tiyu pack­
age thatt t establishedt li  itself as ticao's competitor for the loyalties of the physically 
activeti  Chinese.i . Christian universities in the urban areas and YMCAs scattered 
throughoutt r t thet  empire became the bases for the introduction of this new tiyu. S. 
E.. Smalley,ll , a Canadian missionary at St. John's'  University in Shanghai, orga­
nizedi  China'si '  firsti t school athletic meet in 1890,, and this Yundong jingsaihui 
afterwardsft r  became a biannual event..22 In 1898,, missionary and ex-Princeton 
start r centert  Robertt Gailey brought the game ofbasketball to the Tianjin YMCA.. 
The game spread so quicklyi l  thatt t anothert  missionaryi i  some twentyt t  years laterl t  
could write to James Naismith, the game's'  inventor,  that  in  China he  saw  "bas­
ketball goals everywhere ... [with] lots of  spectators  from  all  kindsi  of  sociali l 
levels."23 We should not imagine that  this tiyu push  was  limited  onlyl tot  China'si '  
urban centers, however; in 1895, British  missionaries  built  a  balll  fieldi l  on  thet  
grounds of a church in a Yunnan Lahu  minority  village  called  Nuofu  near  thet  
Burmese border.24 
This Western-flavored tiyu did not  have  to  be  purely  a  missionaryi i  effortrt 
for long, as the rah-rah ideology of team  spirit proved  attractive to  secularl Chi­i
nese as well. In 1895, a contingent of  Overseas  Chinese  boys  from  Honolulul l  
left a great impression on ·the students of St. John's'  with  their  tremendous  en­
thusiasm for athletics and sporting spirit.25 People  in  Meixian  County,t , laterl t thet  
soccer hotbed of  Guangdong province, first learned  about  the  sportt from  re­
turned Overseas Chinese. Chinese returning  from  Singapore,, Cambodia,i , Indo­
nesia, and Vietnam brought back  home  rubber soccer balls  and  theiri zesttfor thet  
game they learned in colonized Southeast  Asia.  The  game  so  rapidlyi l  caughtton  
that by the end of the Qing, soccer was part  of the  curriculum of everyMeixiani i  
elementary school,26 Tiyu thus provided  a strong  connection  to  a  greatert world­l
wide China, a Chinathat  could transcend  the  depressing  "split  melon"l  of thet  
late Qing. And the realization that Chinese people could also  excellatt theset new  
games, if given the right conditions, gave  many  a  great  appreciationti  for  thet  
value of these sports. 
In urban settings, the original exclusivity  of the new tiyuwas itselfit l valued.l . 
Privileged university youth of the 1900s-l91Os  could pad  their elitismliti withit  thet  
new Western/modem ideology of sport  and  its new  knowledge  of thet body  and  
its movements. Alumni later remembered  fondly  tbat  "[flor a  time peoplel werer  
able to 'spot' a St. John's  student by  the  way  he  walked  and  by  thet  way  ini  
which he carried himself when walking.'.'27 But  the  bubble  soon  burst,t, and  thist i  
era of exclusive access to Western tiyu clearly  passed  sooner than  theset  alumnil i 
would have hoped. Participation in Western-inspired  sports  and  competitionstiti  
became quite common for  students at  Christian  universities  and  att officiali i l 
xuetang academies by the last years of  the Qing.  
This last imperial decade brought  new  forms  of organization  tot  Chinesei  
tiyu: the great athletic meet (usually called  yundonghui  or  yundong  dahui)28i  
and the inter-school or  amateur athletic  association.  1\vo  examplesl  of  theset  
massivemeets came in 1907, in Guilin andNanjing. The Guilin meettwas hostttot  
thirty-nine middle schools,, with a thousand  students  participating ini eventst  likeli  
footraces and tug-of-war..29 Nanjing's'  First  Ningyuan  Inter-Schooll Unitedit Ath­t
leticl ti  Meett hostedt  studentst t  from eighty-sixi t i  schools,l , takingt i parttini sixty-ninei t i events,t , 
drillincluding boxing, fencing, ball sports, and dance.30 Military ticao ~l  was in­-
tiyu-pag­cluded in the Nanjing meet, but the atmosphere was completely l -
eantry, team and school loyalty, and the chance to meet and compete with one's 
Associationpeers from allover the city. The Chinese Intercollegiate Athletic i.  
(Zhonghua daxue lianhe yundonghui) formed in 1904 by four Shanghai col­-
leges, and the Hebei athletic alliance of private and public colleges formed by 
1910, partook of this same spirit ofbringing people together who would compete 
in the short term, but shared the long-term goals of a healthy and fit populace 
and a united China.31 This was clearly an ideology that had been initiated by 
Westerners in China. But it was one that, once taking hold among Chinese 
people, no longer depended on the presence of glad-handing missionaries to 
push this form of tiyu any farther. . 
Military drill aimed for physical readiness in the case of battle with a na-
tional enemy, and a constant mental awareness of the nation and its interests. 
This newer form of tiyu offered much more to Chinese people whose very 
sense of their nation was slipping. The discipline, the barked orders, and the 
strict cadence of military ticao must have seemed a joke to many young Chi­-
nese who saw a corrupt and morally bankrupt Qing dynasty on its last legs. 
National survival obviously required a strong military. More than this, however, 
China also needed a new type of community, one where the bitter struggle to 
survive in the world could be bred by friendly struggles within.32 Tlcao involved 
a collective focus (on the person of the drill leader), an important step in solving 
what many saw as the lack of a collective spirit in China. But it could not 
cities, provinces,arrange the friendly micro-struggles between schools, ~  ~~es, and soon 
participantsnations, that tiyu could. Only tiyu could focus the  gaze of its Ci  on the 
transcendent concept of victory. The teamwork and the distances that teams 
commu­covered to compete with each other in the tiyu provided a sense of a ~ u­
nity official rulesi all striving for this singular goal. The timing, measuring, and iC ~  
allowed for structured ways to evaluate improvement and progress, so crucial 
to survival in the modem world. And the crowds that attended the games pro­-
vided the athletes' senses of performance, drama, and tension that would have 
seemed so appropriate as the very future of their nation was being decided in 
the great international struggles of the world. 
of someThe one-dimensional ticao may have claimed the allegiance L  pa­-
triots, c~"O as a militarist ideal always does. But after all, it could only ao (drill or 
control) (nourishment, education,t ~  the body. It offered nothing like the yu shm~ t ?  uplift) 
ticao direct,that came in this new ideology of physical culture. The l was u  top­-
down, and easy to understand: strong pe?ple, strong nation. The tiyu could 
never be this straightforward, with its intra-city/province/nation competitions, its 
obvious and long-lasting connections to the foreign missionary presence, its new 
ideals of amateurism and sportsmanship, its cheering crowds, and its commer­-
cialism. But in terms ofan extension to feelings ofcommitment to the nation and 
national triumph, tiyu would become the only real option~ 
* * * * 
An advertisement placed by Shanghai's Dalong Pharmacies in the 19 Oc­-
tober 1910 edition of Shenbao promised a "strong body" for consumers using 
their product, Powdered Cow Marrow (Niu sui fen). Targeting "pallid-faced 
and sickly" readers, Dalong guaranteed a rosy and healthy complexion after 
five days' use, and a weight gain of ten pounds in just half a month. The marrow 
was "replete with all the essentials to tum the weak into strong," for just one 
yuan per box.33 The ad was notable for its timing; the day before, China had 
taken what many saw as a great step toward turning the nation from weak to 
strong by kicking off the first Chinese national athletic meet. 
The decade of the 1910s brought astounding new developments to a Chi­-
nese world ofphysical culture that was still extremely undecided about where it 
was headed, or what it was expected to do, or if it was even a single unified "it" 
at all. There seemed to be no doubt that the more Chinese people actively 
participated in tiyu, the better off in general the nation would be. However, tiyu 
provided none of the immediate answers that ticao did, and ideas of what tiyu 
meant would continue to evolve throughout the decade. 
Even before 1910, many in athletic circles had great ambitions for Chinese 
tiyu. There is an apocryphal story, most likely untrue, of Qing officials refusing 
modem Olympic founder Pierre de Coubertin's inVItation for a Chinese team to 
participate in the first Games in 1896 Athens.34 But Zhang Boling, founder of 
the Nankai Middle School and Tianjin tiyu doyen, was already writing in 1907­-
08 of his dream of Chinese Olympians.35 Chinese tiyu was now at a stage 
where many wanted to take the next step past this "tutelary stage" under the 
West; the true test would be Chinese athletes competing for themselves on a 
world stage. 
The first step came with the First National Athletic Alliance of Regional 
'Student Teams (Quanguo xuexiao qufendui di yi ci tiyu tongmenghui), which 
was held 18-22 October 1910 on the grounds of the Nanyang Industrial Expo­-
sition near Nanjing's Xuanwu Gate. This national meet was the brainchild of 
Zhejiang/Jiangsu Viceroy Rui Fang and YMCA National Physical Education 
Director-M. J. Exner, and was organized by Exner, Rui's successor Zhang 
Renjun, and industrialist Zhang Jian.36This exposition, this great celebration of 
and monument to the construction of a capitalist economy, a capitalist labor 
discipline, and a m()dern ethos ofproduction and consumption in China, seems 
the perfect moment for such a breakthrough in Chinese national strength, mo­-
dernity, and integi-ation. 
The week before the exposition, Shenbao posted daily information about 
the coming games, welcoming athletes from all around China, listing daily event 
schedules, and announcing the good news that admission to all the athletic events 
would be included in the price of the Industrial Exposition ticket.37 Organizers 
formed a sixteen-person national committee ("equally divided between Chinese 
and foreigner members"), as well as subcommittees to represent each of the 
five regional teams: Huabei (North China), Huanan (South China), Wuhan, Shang­-
hai, and Wuning (Nanjing/Suzhou).38 
There is little record of the first All-China meet itself; Shenbao's updates 
end after the meet's first day. It seems clear that in 1910, a tiyu meet was seen 
as an important event to announce beforehand, but not necessarily to describe 
afterwards (despite a total attendance of some 40,000 people). The importance 
was not in who won or by how much, but in that the meet was happening, and 
was apparent to all as a very visible sign of national and masculine progress. 
Short and random records provide us with the only details of the meet. Xu 
Shaowu remembered traveling with his parents from Huangmei in eastern Hubei 
to the Nanjing meet, hinting at a truly national interest that now could be ex­-
pressed by movement over the national territory. Xu described a soccer39 game 
between Soochow and Jinling universities, played in front of a crowd of up to 
2000 people, with the players' queues swinging to and fro, and officiated by 
British referees.4o The YMCA magazine Association Men reported "monster 
gatherings" at the meet's basketball and soccer games, and a first-day crowd of 
"16,000, mostly college boys!" It also told the story that could have become the 
.stuffof Chinese tiyu/modernity legend: Tianjin high jumperSun Baoxin finished 
the first day ofcompetition in second place in his event, frustrated by his swing­-
ing queue, which kept knocking down the pole he was trying to clear. This new­-
minded Chinese man "hacked off the queue that night, declaring he would jump 
higher than any man ever jumped before in China, and he did."41 What better 
image of tiyu could there be for young Chinese people who ached to cut off 
China's collective queue and finally scale these new heights? .,,_ 
The differences between the second national meet, held 22-24 May 1914, 
and the larger and more spectacular first meet, can tell us much about how 
people's conceptions of tiyu were moving.42 The unwieldy fifteen-character 
official name of the 1910 Alliance was shortened to a more snappy and stream-
Second Nationallined ~  i n.  Athletic Games (Di er ci quanguo yundong dahui). 
Organiz~dI  by the Peking Athletic Association, an organization with close ties to 
YMCA,the Beijing. ~CA, these games had a new host site as well: Beijing's Tiantan 
Park, an abrupt change from the Nanjing Industrial Expo. The museumified 
"Chineseness" by then associated with the Altar of Heaven hardly would have 
recalled atmosphere.c l the ~ ~  of progress and industry that athlete and spectator 
alike in Nanjing mind,I breathed I JI four years before. Perhaps with this fact in  the 
nationalGames' sponsors provided the trappings that could bring a modem ~  
spirit the capital.i~ ~ to . i.t  The Games' second day featured not only music by an 
official PresidentialICI SI I  Palace marching band and a volleyball exhibition by Ameri­-
can athletes, but also a thrilling air show put on by the Nanyuan Aviation School, 
whose planes showered Games leaflets and colored confetti over the thousands 
gathered at the Tiantan grounds. 43 
Later Chinese authors have almost totally ignored the Second National 
Games;44 the spirit in which these Games were undertaken at Tiantan is difficult 
to recapture. The official Games Pronouncement described the four ethical 
loyalty,qualities "necessary for achieving victory on the athletic stage:" honesty,  . 
fortitude and unity.45 From pieces of information such as this, one can start to; 
what tiyuimagine . .  values might have meant to citizens of the young Republic. 
choice TiantanThe OI of l  as home to the Games fascinates me, however. Were 
participants in a national athletic meet held in Tiantan supposed to sense a con­-
nection with the storied Chinese past as they competed in events not long re­-
moved from their Western origin? Or were the meet and its modem append­-
ages something very different, a deliberately formed "striking" contrast be­-
tween progress and tradition, much like later pictures of token rickshaw men 
standing next to shiny new automobiles? Either way, the choice ofTiantan shows 
confidence the athleticthe new ~ den  h~ .at l  community had in the new tiyu, that in one way 
it qualifiedor another I was I I  to stand on its own in the long shadows of the Altar 
of Heaven. 
In line with an evolving sense of the importance of teamwork and team 
spirit, the team sports baseball and volleyball were added at these Second Games 
to the track, tennis, soccer, and basketball of 1910. The first meet had hosted 
competitions on three different levels, sectional (open to all), intercollegiate, and 
middle school (ages 15-20). In the new Republican age, these divisions, which 
reflected on the athletes' schooling (and ultimately their socio-econoniic status) 
ina very un..:nationlike fashion, seemed very unnecessary. Furthermore, the 
presence of three distinct divisions of competition in 1910 meant that there 
-necessarily one winning team. There were no "shared titles"would not nec be 
when it came to national survival, however; these practice struggles had to be to 
into thethe (athletic) death. The 1914 merger of the three levels .one allowed ~ 
withNorthern team to consolidate the crown they had to share WIt  the Shanghai 
section and the St. John's varsity in 1910. . 
redrawnFinally, the regional divisions were also completely d aw~ here, as the 
generically namedseventy-plus athletes present were split into the four very n~al ~e  
splitregions ofEast, West, South, and North. The groupings of 1910 il  the nation 
into three specific (and central) metropolitan regions, and two vague, amor­-
phous (and peripheral) stretches of South China and North China. These new 
lines of 1914 represent a tremendous change, as they, on one hand, performed a 
identifiable"levelling" on the nation.46 There are no more readily .iden ifi~ble central or 
compass-defined China. seemore privileged regions in this exclusively pas ~ ~m  m. All we ~  
describing regional favorit-·are the four directions, objective, scientific, and n m no IO n , 
ism in this new nation of equal citizens. Something else was gone from here as 
well, though; there was no "China"! The "Hua" that put some Chinese speci­-
gone wasficity on the scope of the Huanan and Huabei teams was ~ now; why ~  
(inthere now no nation in these National Games? The nextt National games m 
been ambiva­1924) brought back the "Hua"; in 1914 might there have ~ some i: -
that tiyulenceabout tiyu and its relation to the nation? The old assumption was ~at lYU 
uniteand the National Games were strong and forceful entities that could Dl  and 
time, from theput borders around a Chinese Hua nation. But at this ~ , o . ~  depths of 
SocialDarwiniannational disunity, perhaps even the idea ofmake~believe OCI  ml  struggles 
were too traumatic to imagine. Did the heat of these competitions between 
countrymen pose a dangerous threat that could wipe out any sense of nation­-
ness at all, turning what was once the "Middle Kingdom" into the dreaded "split 
melon"? 
* * * * 
This vagueness raised by the national competitions could finally be ad­-
dressed only when Chinese athletes began venturing away from China into the , 
realm. were'sacred ,of international athletic competitions. In 1913 Manila, they e~  
thiswelcomed thusly by Philippine Governor-General W. Cameron Forbes to IS 
new stage: 
In the name of the Government of the United States and the Govern­-
the athletesment and people of the Philippine Islands, I stand before you, tathl  of 
the new Republic of China and of our sister nation, the Empire off Japan, and 
welcome. hopeof the Philippine Islands, and extend to you all a hearty .I ~  that 
play, which inal~
 
your contests will be carried on in the spirit of fair . W IC 1D after 
vocationsyears may govern your conduct in business and other tIO  of grown­-
UpS.47 
With this condescending allusion to the universalizing ideologies of free 
trade and fair play, and to the nationhood that Forbes felt the United States 
shared with Japan but not yet with China, so began the First Far Eastern Cham­-
pionship Games, and the international athletic debut of the Republic of China. 
athletic.An annual carnival he~d every February in Manila had featured informal  
severalevents (including athletes from Japan, Hong Kong, and Singapore) for ' 
years. In 1909, when YMCA officials became concerned about the adverse 
moral effects of athletes being paid to participate in these events, the Carnival 
games were promptly put under the jurisdiction of the Philippine Amateur Ath­-
letic Federation. It did not take long for YMCA organizations in Asia to take the 
next step in their concern for "their" young athletes in China, the Philippines, 
and Japan, and form the Far Eastern Athletic Association in 1911.48 
It is obviously impossible to avoid the imperialist stamp that was imprinted 
on the Manila meet, and later the Second Far Eastern Games held in Shanghai 
in 1915. These Games were put on by Western men49 for the edification; mas­-
culinization, and Westernization of their weak Oriental pupils. They hoped that 
for the athletes themselves, the Games could be a place to learn and live Gover­-
nor-General Forbes's fair play and capitalist spirit. The Games would also spread 
the fruits of the Western nation-state system to those places still mired in more 
backward forms of government. (In the Philippines, if the goal was not to foster 
a nationalist spirit among the colonial subjects, the Games could at least treat 
and accustom them to the values and experiences of American trusteeship.) 
Even the newest qualifications for nationhood did not escape the Federation, 
who listed as the very first "Purpose" in the Association Constitution, "to supple­-
ment the work of the International Olympic Committee." But the bringers of 
culture would only tolerate national forms that were designed on their own 
terms. When dealing with these mysterious, irrationaland undisciplined Orien­-
tals, it was important that the West bring a safe and recognizable nationalism 
(embodied here in the international Olympic movement) to them, avoiding the 
risk that they might come up with their own and unknown national forms.50 
The YMCA role in these early Games brings us to a complex historical 
problem. From a nationalist perspective, the imperialist framework described 
above can do little to ignite a strong Chinese tiyu spirit. However, it is also a 
mistake and an insult for us to somehow conclude that these Far Eastern ath­-
letes were merely unfortunate, deluded dupes selling out their national identity 
to YMCA chauvinists, as some later Chinese scholarship has done. How could 
one discount the great pride these athletes must have felt representing their 
nation (actually personifying the nation, not just defending it like in the ticao) 
under theirt i  nationalti  flag, before tens of thousands of people in international 
settingstti  likeli  Manilail  or Shanghai?51 The preliminary competitions held todeter­-
minei  who wouldl  represent China in the Games, the traveling done to reach the 
competitiontiti  site,it , could not but have impressed the athletes with theimmensity 
of whatt theyt  were involvedi  in. No matter who was putting on or refereeing the' 
Games,, thet  actt of leavingl  the Chinese realm for the foreign, or of competing 
withit  representativesr t ti  of other nations in one's own homeland, could confirm that 
theret r  was now a China that belonged in the world. And no matter who had 
taughtt t themt  thet  connections between nation and physical exertion, their sweat 
and straint i  ini  theset  international settings could never ,have seemed more valu­-
ablel  tot  theirt i  belovedl  China. 
The comingi  of the Second Far Eastern Games to Shanghai in 1915 was 
anothert  gloriousl i  stridet  on this road to real nationhood. In his opening address, 
Foreignr i  Ministryi i t  representative Yang Cheng, representing President Yuan Shikai, 
proclaimed:r l i : 
Thisi  isi  an age of young men-young men, to take the responsibility 
whichi  willill soon be yours as leaders of the nation, must have strong bodies. 
To gett strongt  bodies you must be active and energetic, and there is nothing 
thatt t willill help,l , both in the development of the body and in the development of 
character,t , likeli  competitive athletics ... [The Games] offer the opportunity for 
you tot  measure your strength against foemen worthy of you. The champion 
athletest l t  of threet  nations are here assembled. May your time and energies be 
spentt ini  healthfullt  competition, striving for mastery without feelings of en­-
mityit  againsti t your brother man. You are representing the best men of your 
nations,ti , and iti  is reasonable to suppose that in time you will become the rep­-
resentativesr t ti  of your nations and will take your places in the world's confer­-
ences tot  solvel  the great problems of mankind.... rwish you success in the 
developmentl t of the highest type of manhood.52 
Thisi  manhood would be the medium in which China proved its ultimate 
worthrt  as a nation.ti . Among these young Chinese men, crew cuts and muscle­-
revealingr li  tankt  topt  jerseys and shorts replaced the queues and robes that had 
keptt aliveli  thet  dreaded image of a feminine China in a world of men and their 
nations.ti . Itt tookt  reall men to play out thesemicrocosms ofthe internatiomiJ:struggles 
thatt t allll good Sociali  Darwinians knew to be imminent,, and it took the new tiyu to 
putt thet  focus on thist i  type of struggle.. Military calisthenics drilled into its partici­-
pantst a lockstepl t efficiency,i i , a qualitylit  ofno smallll importancei t  ini thist i  viciousi i  age.. 
These tiyu concepts of the team and  offriendly  struggle (that by definitioni iti werer  
posed against an other), however, filled all  the  requirements  ofnationalti l survival.i l. 
Stakes were especially high  by  the  opening  of  these  Second  Far Easternt r  
. Games; only six days had  passed  since  the  Yuan Shikai  government'st'  decisioni i  
to accede to Japan's  predatory 21Demands.53 Predictably,, the  meett quicklyi l  
took on a more nationalist tone. Perhaps  hoping  to prove  thatt he  was  nott a  
complete sellout after all, Yuan personally  put up  500  yuan  to  bringi  a  standoutt t 
baseball team of Honolulu Chinese  to represent  the  motherland  ini  thet  Games.. 
This move was a clear violation ofthe Association  Constitution rulingli on territo­t it -
rial representation, but clearly provided an inspiring taste  ofpan-Chinesei nation­ti -
alism for athletes and fans alike.54 
The Games were enough  of an  event  to  warrant daily  updatest  ini Shenbao  
and the North China Daily News days  before  the  actual  competitionstiti  began,, 
and theShanghai Tramwayand Nanjing-Shanghai railroad adopted speciali lsched­-
ules to accommodate fans attending  the  meet.55  The  Games  includedl  severall 
Western participants, including a handful  ofWesterners  on  the  Chinesei  tennist i  
. andswimming teams, and local foreign club  teams  competing in Open  Champi­i-
onship soccer, baseball, and track  and  field  contests.56  But  Chinese  spectatorst t r  
chose wisely which events they would  attend  (at  one  yuan  per ticket),i t , ignoredi  
these mostly-foreign Open matcheS,57 and  cheered  with  abandon for  any  and allll 
Chinese athletes. J. H. Crocker, National  Physical  Director  of  thet  YMCA  ini  
China, wrote of the crowds'  wild support  for  any  Chinese,, "so  long  as  he  had  
the [national] five-barred ribbon on  they  cheered  him."  Dr.. Elwood  Brown  of  
the Philippine delegation, originator  of  the  Far  Eastern  Games,, compared  thet  
enthusiasm in Shanghai to that  even  of  the  biggest'"American'  collegell  footballt ll 
games, and reported: 
I have never seen such enthusiastic rooting  and cheeringi in  my  lifeli  att 
any athletic event... [when the Chinese soccer  team  scored  a  goall tot  tieti  thet  
Philippine team] instantly that whole Chinese crowd rushed from  allll four sidesi  
out into the field, thousands of hats sailed into  the air,, the  Chinesei  playersl  
were lifted up... It was fully ten minutes before  the  officialsl  couldl  clearl  thet  
grounds and allow the contest to go on.58  
Nor was this kind of exuberance  the  only  sort  of audience  participationti i ti att 
thet  Games.. If sportingti  strugglest l  were  onlyl  meantt tot  be mere preparationti for thet  
real international thing,, this distinction  escaped  the  attention  of many  Chinesei  
fans caughttup ini a fever ofnationalistti li tmanhood..Fightsi t betweent thet twot teams't ' 
playersl  marred thet  second Philippine-:Chineseili i : i  soccer  contest,t t, and  when  Chi~  
nesenese spectatorss ectat rs joinedj i  ini  thet  violencei l  againsti t thet  visitors,i it , thet  game had to be 
postponed.postpo e . 5959 
Thee competitionsc etiti s themselves,t s l , and thet  emotionsti  thatt t went with them, were 
nott thet  onlyl  attractionsttr ti  att theset  1915 Games.. Opening ceremonies, beginning 
withit  a slowsl  marchr  aroundr  thet  playingl i  field by athletes grouped by nation, and 
speechess s likeli  Yang's'  above sett thet  tonet  for serious competition between these 
men ass realr l representativesr r t ti  (nott justj t mere citizens) of modem nations. A calis­-
thenicst i s programr r  performedrf r  by 700 boys from the Nanyang Public School and 
thet  YMCA was partrt off thet  openingi  ceremonies, lind was even featured in 
newspapere s r advertisementsrti t for thet  meet.t. 60 A highlight ofthe Games' fourth day 
wasas a Boy Scoutt competitiontiti  featuringt i  some 500 Scouts from Shanghai, 
Guangdonga  and Greatr t Britain;rit i ; thet  program includedi  events like building bridges, 
marching,arc i , archery,r r , pitchingit i  tents,t t , modell airplanes,i l , and even a flag routine pro­-
motingti  use of thet  baihuai  vernacular.61 Demonstrations such as these only ac­-
centuatedt t  thet  youthfult l strength and modem creativity of the young men of 
Chinai  on fullf ll displayi l  att theset  Games. YMCA sponsorship or not, it seems im­-
possiblei l  thatt t one couldl  walk away from these Second Far Eastern Games with­-
outt an awarenessr  of whatt these athletes and other youth of China were doing to 
move powerfullyrf ll  and fearlesslyl  into a future that was the strong and masculine 
nation-state.ti - t t . 
* * * * 
The decade of thet  1910s brought with it further broadening of the reach of 
tiyu.ti . Once almost exclusively the province of urban university men, tiyu was 
now brought to a wider group of men via the regional organizations and compe­-
titionstiti  thatt  popped up seemingly everywhere during this time.. But the suppos­-
edlyl  modem and liberal tiyu was doing little to include women, where even the 
"feudal"l Qingi had includedi l schoolgirlsl i l  inthei t  1906order for mandatoryt  militaryilit  
calisthenics.li t i . In Octobert  1910,, on thet  heelsl  ofthet  firsti t Nationalti l Games,, Shenbao 
announced an upcomingi  women's'  athletict l ti  meett ini  Changzhou,, Jiangsu,i , between't ' 
thet  Banyuan privatei t  and Wuyang publicli  girls'i l ' schools,l , and hoped thatt t itit wouldl  
be a "lively"li l  event.t. 6262 InI  1911,, a Chinesei  educatort r advocatedt  coeducationalti l tiyuti  
ini  orderr r "tot  buildil  a cooperativer ti  spiritirit betweent  boys and girls,"irl ,  writingriti  thatt t thist i  
kindi  off sportingrti  interactioni t r ti  was morer  healthylt  thant  men "singingi i  and drinkingri i  
.winei  withit  beautiesti  ini  heavy makeup."63.  Butt for thet  mostt part,t, despiteit  othert  
wayss ini  whichi  women werer  beingi  askeds  tot  sacrifices rifi  forf r thet  nation,ti , thist is physicalsi l 
aspects t off nationalti l survivals r i l wass clearlyl rl  men's's work.r . The New Chinesei s  Man 
who couldl  honorablyr l  representr r s t Chinai  on thet  worldrl  stagest  wass thet  goal.l. 
The universities,, and the role of the physical realm there, were a signifi­-
cantt partt of thist i process.. A 1931 Qinghuai Universityi it publicationli ti reflectedl t back  
fondly on an earlier practice known in the students'' English as "Hit  to Freshies"  
(or in Chinese as the "Physical Tests for New Students"). In an aggressive  
microcosm of the conflicts and contradictions of  China's'  ongoing  nationizing  
and unifying processes, incoming Qinghua students were habitually  subject  to  
rituals ofphysical hazing, including involuntary performances on the  side horse,  
one-handed pushups, rope-climbing, and the dreaded "corpse  toss"  by  upper­-
classmen swingil).g and then releasing each of their four limbs. Direct disciplin­-
ing of the body was an important language in which students of  the  era  ex­-
pressed this very difficult and contradictory process ofmaking from  many, one,  
of striving to fashion a single "Qinghua man" of  the boys that  came  to the  
university from allover China.64 
Tiyu also became a subject of research and public  discussion  at  this  time.i . 
In Beijing, a Tzyu Research Society was established  in 1912.65  A  Tiyu Research  
Society was founded in a Nanjing Higher Normal  School  physics  classroom ini  
1917, and months later published a 266-page book  of  47  essays  on  subjectst  
ranging from German military, ticao, to the relation  between  exercise  and  se­-
men, to the morality and ideals of  amateur sport.66  Shanghai's'  Athletic  Worldl  
(Tiyujie), published on and off since 1909, was a 24-page  monthly  by  1918.. 
Shanghai's Athletics Magazine (Tzyuzazhi) and Changsha's'  Athletics  Weeklyl  
(Tiyu zhoubao) were also popular by thi,s time.67  Pang  Xingyue  drew  on  hisi  
experience studying tiyu (taiiku) in Japan to establish  the  private  East  Asiani  
Physical Education Training Institute  in  Shanghai  in  1918.. Pang  publishedli twot  
books titled The Philosophy of Athletics  and The Managementt of Athletics,t l ti , 
as well as the yearly school publication  featuring  tiyu  instructiont ti  methodst  and  
songs. 68 
This research into and writing on tiyu  would  swell  withit  thet  studentt tactiv­ti -
ism of the late 1910s into a tide of  criticism  of  and  concern  for  thist i  emergingr i  
physieal culture. Above were seen some  of the  pro-tiyu  attackstt  on  thet  imprac­i r -
ticality and the irrelevance of the ticao martial  drilling  stilllbeingi taughtt t ini mostt 
schools. But the May Fourth line  was not  by  any  means  an  unquestioningti i  ac­-
ceptance of  the Anglo-American  tiyu; many  of  thet  ideasi  and  attitudesttit s thatt t 
came with this form  ofphysical performance and conditioningiti i fellf llunderrattacktt  
as well. Democratic  (pingmin  zhuyz) ideologyl  was  creditedit  by  many  ass havingi  
brought down  the military  ticao. Many  recognized,i , however,r, thatt t itit had  alsols  
contribute.d to the selfish  and  materialisticti  approaches  of "trophyism"'(jinbiaotr i '(ji i  










dentst  tot  compete on school teams).69 Some went so far as to condemn the 
wholel  new tiyuti  enterprise; competitive sports were called "the birth of vanity" 
ini  schoolsl  of thet  time,, or merely a simple game of "Envy-the-West."70 
However,, most critiques of the new tiyu were about how it was not being 
implementedi l t  properly.. In the new physical education classes, students felt that 
theret  was stilltill a shortage of qualified teachers, and those who were properly 
qualifiedli i  putt toot  much emphasis on winning, harshly criticizing or even beating 
studentst t  who felll  short of their high demands.71 Yun Daiying was critical of the 
excesses of tiyuti  as well, writing that "tiyu should be for all sfudents, regardless 
of how strongt  or weak their bodies are... It is not a school's duty to have ath­-
letesl t  performingi exceptionally in the big meets, and it is not a disgrace if they do 
not."72t.  Schoolsl  were seen as spending inordinate amounts of money on the 
athletes,t l t , who were so spoiled by their special privileges that some became. 
"plainl i  hoodlums."73l .  (But their adoring publics could turn on these athletes as 
well;ll; when theyt  represented their schools poorly, some fellow students "took it 
personally"r ll  and cursed and ridiculed them in school publications.74) 
* * * * 
The inclusivei l  potential that these critics saw in tiyu might seeminspiring 
and admirable,i l , and certainly matches our own inherited wisdom about the moral 
worthrt  of teamt  sports.. But this rhetoric should not obscure the fact that these 
critiquesriti  stilltill came from a very narrow and privileged band in society, those in 
thet  studentt t community who felt somehow cheated out ofthe obvious benefits of 
tiyu-theti  availabilityil  of these games and of this sporting ideology was still far 
fromfr  universal.i l. The bubblingexcitement and nationalist hope that came with the 
tiyuti  couldl  easilyil  spill over into hyperbole, however, distorting the picture oftiyu 
intoi t  an entitytit  thatt  could envelope and represent the entire Chinese nation. By 
thet  May Fourtht  period, it had become time to finally make rational and national 
sense of tiyu,ti , tot  figure out where exactly it fit in the whole scheme of Chinese 
history,i t , culturelt  and society. 
ItIt was a delicate process as writers sought to give the tiyu its rightful 
nichei  ini  thet  worldl  of things Chinese. Inherent in, and crucial to, this very effort 
of placingl i  tiyuti  ini  China's'  historical progress was the fact of the new tiyu's 
ultimatelylti t l  foreigni  (and specifically Western) connections. Fanon has written of 
a mode of anti-colonialistti  "nationalist culture" where, in order to ·tight off the 
colonizingl i i  power,, native intellectuals "relentlessly determine to renew contact 
once more withit  thet  oldest and most pre-colonial springs oflife of their people.''75.''  
However,, itit isi  nott thet  case thatt t Chinesei  nationalismti li  necessarilyil  requiredi  thet  
deniali l of thet existencei t  ofany pointsi t  of commonalitylit withit  thet foreign.i . The very 
idea of making China a nation, .and the  modern  nationalism  iti had  tot  achievei , 
were based on a specific Western European  example  of  strengtht  and  powe; 
and a will for progress. The  competitive  and  rational tiyu  fit perfectlytl here..Tiyui  
had provided gratifying, energizing,  and  liberating  experiences  for  many.Chi­. i-
nese people for almost three decades now. But only  when  Chinese tiyuti  tookt thet  
logical step to involvement in ideas ofChina as a nation,, whether ititbe ini arenas  
international, national, or even regional, did it take off the way it didi ini thet  1910s.. 
As the nation needed the masculine, muscular  boost  that  was  tiyu,, so didi  tiyuti  
need the nation and its (imported) structure.  The  sense  that  thisi  tiyuti  was  nott 
totally a "Chinese" invention was, by definition,  an integral part of thist i narrative.ti . 
Yet despite this sense of progress  and  entry  into  an  internationalti lcommu­-
nity, a Chinese nationalism did need to have  some essential Chinai somewherer ini  
it. Furthermore, this China  could  not  be  the  modern  Republicani  China,i , thet his­i -
tory ofwhich at this point amounted  to one  often  messy  and frustratingt ti  decade.. 
A more inspiring tradition and history, which China certainly had att itsit disposal,i l, 
would be necessary to cite. As Ernest  Renan  observed,, knowledgel  of  "com­-
mon glories in the past" are just as crucial in forming a nation as  "a common willill 
in the present."76 Appeals to the ideals ofprogress  and  internationallkinshipi i had  
to be balanced somehow with a new understanding  of the  achievementst  and thet  
wonders of ancient China  as well. 
A schema was formulated in  which  the  tiyu of the  twentiethi t  centuryt  was  
the completely logical successor  to the aristocratic  games  and  militaryilit  trainingt i i  
of imperial China. The very recent  appearance  in  China of this  specifici i form  of  
tiyu was not forgotten; in 1922 Dr. Min-Ch'ien'  T. Z. Tyau  describedi  how  grati­ti-
fying Chinese athletes' performances  were, seeing  as "[a]thletics  ini  Chinai arer  
only one or two decades 0Id."77 But  there  was a convenient  reason  why  thist i  
new form was so late to bloom  in  China. "Why  Chinese tiyu has  nottdeveloped"l  
was one of the first questions Guo  Xifen  posed  in  his  classici  treatiset ti  on  thet  
history of Chinese tiyu. His answer  was quite  simple.  "Ancientt tiyu"ti  for  Guo  
equalled military training, which he  saw  peaking  in  the Spring and  Autumnt pe­-
riod-after this, unfortunately, China  experienced  a  long  slide  of  some  2500  
years in the military arts. Generations  of  weak  Confucian  scholarsl  who  "em­-
phasized study and detested the military,"  and  for  whom  "drinkingi  winei  and  
being lazy was the highest achievement,"  could  do  nothing  to  end  thist i  skid.i . 
Thus, it was only in this decade  (the  191Os) that  Chinese  peoplel  "awakened  
from their delusion."78.  
But Guo's'  160-page book  on  Chinese  tiyu had  to be  aboutt something.t i . ItIt 
turnedt  outt thatt t somehow ini  theset  dazed  millenniaill i  of  lethargyl t  and  confusion,i , 
er 
there had developed many Chinese games and exercises. And these games 
were amazingly similar to the forms oftiyu spreading so rapidly in Guo's China; 
he identified one single identifiable "quality" or "nature" (xingzhi) to the devel­-
opment of tiyu allover the world. For example, the old cuju "kick-:-ball" was 
"similar" to modem soccer, and the old "hit-ball" game of chuiwan was also 
"similar" to baseball. Guo not surprisingly concluded that "Chinese and Western 
[tiyu] are kindred, these are not two different principles." The only difference 
he pointed out was that "Western games emphasize rules, but simply do not 
have this [Chinese] sort ofgrace and elegance."79 In 1919, Guo established a 
very comprehensive way of looking at Chinese tiyu-an entity that on one hand 
(in keeping with the new progressive histories) had been suppressed by the 
backwardness of imperial rule, but that at heart always was following and de­-
veloping along the universal line of tiyu to which the West had (re-)exposed 
China in recent years. Qinghua University's Dr. David Z. T. Yui also denied any 
fundamental difference or "compet[ition] for supremacy" between the Chinese 
and Western forms of tiyu.80 And Qinghua professor Gunsun Hoh, the next 
great (American-educated) spokesman for tiyu in China, never saw any prob­-
lem in Guo's formulation that Chinese tiyu had grown geographically and tem­-
porally separately from, but spiritually in near-lockstep with, Western athletics. 
By the late 1910s and early 1920s, there was really no question thattiyu in 
some way or another was of vital importance to the Chinese nation. Some saw 
tiyu in very hard geopolitical terms. Shenbao's "Lao" wrote, 
The spirit of struggle in athletics is the same as in war. If one is de­-
feated in war, territory is lost. Ifone is defeated in athletics, reputation is lost. 
And of territory and reputation, no one yet knows which is moreimportant. .. 
We need to be able to perfonn in athletics before we can talk ofwar. A nation 
needs to be able to fight before it can talk of peace. World peace begins with 
athletics.81 
Others spoke of tiyu in terms of the important ideal of progress; another 
reporter wrote, 
An athletic competitionis not for people to win and feel arrogant. Nor 
is it a perfonnance of quirky or unusual skills to please the crowds~"Nor is it 
a time for gamblers to play their luck. As I see it, victory allows us to recog­-
nize our hard work, and a defeat enables us to know where we fall short and 
need to keep working.82 
The~e prominent international role of athletics also made it imperative that 
Chinese learnedall m e~e  the international rules ofproper decorum for attending these 
ultimate goalevents. Ifthe I~at  ~ was to finally ascend the international stage, it would 
to immediatelydo no good ~  be ~ediatel laughed off it for unbecoming conduct. Another 
writer worriedShenbao n n  openly about "foreigners laughing at our citizens for 
lackour ac::k of common sense ... [for their] immoral and improper clapping [when 
opposing athletes? m ~l  made mistakes]." In fact, at the 1921 Fifth Far Eastern Games 
in Shanghai, workers stationed announce~ g~aI  ,; were ? in the bleachers to Iill  that "clapping 
in situations opposing ridicule,m these SIt I [when m athletes make mistakes] is a form of  
the morality thisand that h .m i~ ofthe athletic grounds should be maintained. By doing ~ 
avoid slightswe can VOI the h  offoreigners, and avoid losing national prestige."83 
The appeal of the world of athletics was so broad that it could be used 
towards astounding ends.Perhapsthe most startling incident at these 1921 Games 
in Shanghai was the arrest of six Hunan anarchists outside Hongkou Park after 
one of them fired a gun during the huge Boy Scout demonstration to close the 
4June. Thousands anarchistgames on .J ~ s of~archi pamphlets seized by French and Chi­-
contained materialsnese detectives ~ am n  on the great East Asian revolution to come. 
anarchistsEven the I  bought into the connection between athletics and national 
and international politics. According to their rhetoric, it would take "the strength 
of athletes" for Chinese to attack capitalism and overthrow the government. 
One banner confiscated at the site screamed, "Punch the capitalists and kick 
the government!"84 
.. excitementThe X~ em  and the motion of tiyu made a powerful force, and one 
that logically~ very 10~I y was enlisted in new Chinese nationalisms. The tiyu and the 
writtennation as n  by May Fourth-era writers like GtlO Xifen and Gunsun Hoh 
that,were versions that remembered aspects of the old China in a way  feudal 
universaland decrepit as it was, shared (and even foreshadowed) aspects of a ~i er l 
development with the dynamic and advanced West. This tiyu community never 
shared the unquestioning faith in the West and universal condemnation of all 
things Chinese of many May Fourth writers, and thus saw the nation in a much 
broader way. There was no sense of nationalism as nativism, and here indeed 
there could not be. Tiyu's inclusion in the story of the new Chinese nation dic­-
tated that this nation would have to be more flexible and syncretic, and would 
have account~ to ?  somehow for the fact that the new Chinese tiyu, like the new 
Chinesem  nation, included in it ideas and ideologies from without. 
* * * * 
Up to this point the Chinese wushu martial arts have been virtually absent 
from my history of physical exercise and endeavor in the young Republic, but 
this is no simple negligence on my part. In fact, the imagining of this modem 
Chinese tiyu/nation I have described above was possible only with a modem 
attempt to erase the very ambiguous tradition of the Chinese wushu. 
Wushu was far too easy of a target for the May Fourth tiyu generation, as 
it seemed to be everything that these modem men wanted China not to be. It 
modembelonged to the old "closed China" and could trace no heritage to the od~rn 
unscientific.· wanderingWest. It was unquantifiable and  It belonged to the n  
jianghu itinerants of the countryside, not to the."xian zhi xian juewu" enlight­-
enedurban classes who could lead China into modernity. It left no written records 
that could be spread among the masses. It was secretive and divided, the exact 
opposite of what was needed to unify the nation. Little about wushu seemed to 
suit the needs of the modem nation-building project. 
But some still saw use in the old martial arts. In 1918, members of the 
Fourth National Education Convention at Shanghai called for schools to pro­-
mote wushu education throughout China.85 They received an answer in Lu 
Xun's "Random Thoughts" in the October 1918 New Youth: 
There are many now who actively support and advocate boxing. Re­-
member, this was advocated in the past, but then it was pushed by Manchu 
kings and princes; now it's Republican educators... These educators take these 
old ways, "passed down from a mystic woman of the highest heavens or 
some such, to the Yellow Emperor, and then to some nuns," now called "new 
martial arts" or "Chinese ticao," and tell youngsters to practice .... Some say 
that the efficacy ofChinese people learningWestern ticao cannot yet be seen, 
so we have no choice but to teach our own nation's ticao (or boxing). But I 
think that if you pick up foreign hammers or batons and begin exercising your 
arms and legs, this will have some "efficacy" in terms of muscle develop­-
ment. How could you not see it! Apparently we now have to switch to 
''Wusong Slipping out of Handcuffs" or some other [martial arts] tricks. I 
physiologically different from .suppose this is due to Chinese people being ysi l gic~l  ~  ro~
time it inforeigners .... We have seen all this before, in 1900. That I I ended up l.  
thisthe total destruction of our reputation. We will have to see what happens IS 
time. "86 
disastrousLu Xun's association of a wushu curriculum with the 2  Boxer 
ni'1tialUprising of two decades past might have been the final nail in the mar  arts' 
coffin; he described a wushu that was not only irrelevant to the tasks at hand, 
but also responsible for many of China's problems. Chen Tiesheng, later pub­-
lisher of Shanghai's Pure Martial Magazine (Jingwu zazhi [1920-25]), was 
not going to stand by and watch quietly LuXun's rude burial ofthe entire wushu 
tradition, however. Chen tried to dissect Lu Xun's random thoughts, drawing a 
clear line between "Boxer bandits" (quanfei) practicing sorcery and super­-
naturalism (guidao zhuyi), and true martial artists who celebrated humanitari­-
anism (rendao zhuyi) through their wushu. Chen also described the recent 
American publication of a book on Northern Chinese martial arts, as he at­-
tempted to establish a connection between Chinese wushu and New Youth's 
vision of the modem and progressive West.87 
A thorough dismissal of the wushu would not be as easy as many of these 
modernizers might.have hoped, especially with the development ofurban mar­-
tial arts societies. Lin Boyuan has described the process by which economic 
conditions in the late Qing Chinese countryside pushed many itinerant wushu 
teachers into cities like Tianjin, Qingdao, Jinan, and Shenyang. Hery, during the 
191Os, many of these martial artists were able to make a living teaching in 
schools or in new public wushu organizations.88 These wushu communities 
would have to wait until the mid-1920s for the flood of written coverage in 
books and magazines that made it Impossible for the tiyu community to try to 
ignore the martial arts any longer. But at this heady time ofnew culture and the 
cult of the strong and modem West, the wushu pushed by these organizations 
was still not seen as being up to the national task. 
One other problem plagued wushu: the "new martial arts" of which Lu 
Xun spoke, although carrying on the name wushu, likely would have been un­-
recognizable to the old masters. A main vehicle for martial arts in the 1910s was 
wushu expert Huo Yuanjia's famed Jingwu (Pure Martial) school, founded in 
Shanghai in July 1910. Huo left Tianjin in 1907 forShanghai, where he quickly 
became renowned for his penchant for flattening Japanese ronin, Russian ras­-
cals, and foreign rogues in general. The most famous Jingwu legend tells of a 
barnstorming Russian muscleman in Shanghai who claimed that the whole of 
China CQuid provide no competition for his strength and fighting abilities. This 
time, Huo recruited star pupil Liu Zhensheng to fight this bully, and arranged a 
date for a great showdown at his new boxing arena on Jingansi Road. The 
Russian soon fled in fear of the Jingwu prowess he had seen, bringing glory 
upon the brand-new Pure Martial Ticao School (Jingwuticao xuexiao).89 
It did not take JingWu skill to soon figure out which way the physical 
culture winds were blowing, and the organization changed its name in 1916 to 
the more fashionable Pure Martial Athletic Association (Jingwu tiyu huz).9° 
By showing Pure Martial films and putting on demonstrations at schools around 
the country, the Association spread quickly, with branches in Guangzbou, Foshan, 
Shantou, Xiamen, and Hankou by 1919. Overseas Chinese also opened several 
overseas branches in locales like Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, Saigon, Penang, and 
Jakarta by 1920. But this spread was not without its price. The Pure Martial 
message had to be diluted before it made much sense to Chinese people of the 
191Os; their success was only achieved after Jingwu began holding classes and 
competitions in very un-martial sports like soccer,basketball, bicycle racing, 
table tennis, billiards, and roller skating!91 But the Association could still serve 
as a valuable vehicle for pan-Chinese nationalism; during the summer of 1920, 
four of Jingwu's "Five Special Ambassadors" (including female star Chen 
Shichao) performed for two nights in Singapore before audiences of 10,000 
Overseas Chinese, raising money for flood victims in China.92 
Even with filis Pure Martial push, the new martial arts remained for many 
a curiosity, even in the Association's hometown. At the 1921 Far Eastern Games 
in Shanghai, a demonstration on the fifth day of competitions by the Chinese 
Wushu Association featured both "new ticao and ancient wushu." In the pain­-
fully short notice given them by Shenbao writers the next day, the participants 
were praised for their "tidy appearance and sharp movements ... [and for] 
adding not a little color to the Far Eastern Games;"93 
Theirs seems to have been only the third most popular performance at the 
Games. Perhaps the biggest news of these Games was the Far Eastern debut 
of women participants. The meet's third day, following a spectacular airplane 
flyover, saw an amazing YWCA-led demonstration of some 800 women per­-
forming a mass calisthenics dance using the bodily motions of different sports 
like baseball, swimming, tennis, fishing, and tug-of-war! Women were notrec­-
ognized as suitable or true international representatives who could actually en­-
gage in competition with women of other nations. But they were now allowed 
briefly to share the stage in this supporting role. What these women did repre­-
sent was a new fit and healthy feminine ideal, as these dances and exercises 
were filmed for YWCA distribution into the Chinese interior.94 Even the omni­-
present Boy Scouts, 1400 of whom participated in the gala closing ceremonies, 
saw fit to include three Girl Scout troops from Suzhou and Shanghai.9s Girls and 
women were finally being permitted to take steps for the nation in the physical 
realm. But the martial artists were completely overshadowed, and had to settle 
for a very unbecoming (and perhaps feminized?) role of providing "tidy" and 
"colorful" diversions to what were now seen as the real physical arts"of manly 
competition. 
The once-proud martial arts also suffered from an acute internal identity 




call stuck with I:all. it. Some ~  i~  the all-inclusive wushu, some used the termjiji (literally 
I
"skilled blows"), while· !I  I  others hoped to consolidate this vague entity under a 
national label, using the odd-sounding guoshu ("national arts") or guoji ("na­- ! I 
tional skill").96 i i
The wushu community continued to be marginalized even further by the , 
May Fourth tiyu elite, as these martial arts were diverse and inexact (and there­-
fore nonsensical in the modem nation); perhaps it never even occurred to these 
modernizers that there even remained a wushu to ignore. Guo Xifen's outline of 
the history of C~inese tiyu dedicates some twenty-one pages to Chinese box­-
ing, alongside discussions of other ancient recreational activities like wrestling, 
archery, and dance. However, only seven of these pages cover post-Ming de­-
velopments. After briefly describing the "bitterness and dedication" of Qing 
boxers, and listing the skills of five standout Qing masters, Guo's discussion of 
"modem" wushu is confi~ed to a mere list of the fifty-five brands ofboxing and 
sixty-four of weapon-fighting in the Yellow River Valley wushu school, and the 
nineteen styles of boxing and nine of weaponry in the Yangzi Valley schooP7 
Gunsun Hoh, who could barely admit that there was even a ticao before his 
beloved tiyu, mentioned only, and just in passing, the skills of Jingwu master 
Huo Yuanjia. Instead, his twenty-eight-page chapter on "Chinese Games" ig­-
nored martial arts completely, seeing the Chinese tiyu tradition instead embod­-
ied in games like kite-flying, Squirrel Holes, Eagle Catches the Chick, and Catch 
the Puppies!98 
* * * * 
The existence of modem wushu was being written out of existence, ac­-
tively denied and forgotten, as a new Western-style tiyu was being remem­-
bered into Chinese history. Wushu was simply too "Chinese" (or in other words, 
too backward), too unquantifiable for the new physical fonus so important in the 
new Chinese nation. Martial arts would, in the late 1920s, reappear and be re­-
remembered as guoshu (and this initial forgetting, itself forgotten). The mo­-
ment of this active reinvention and consolidation of the once-diverse wushu 
would form an important component of the China of that age, which was forced 
actually to fight off threats and disorders from within and without. 
But the China of the early 1920s was one that did not have to be so 
martial, or even so "Chinese." Things clearly not Chinese could become Chi­-
nese, and things clearly Chinese were scorned as "feudal," shrugged off as 
"colorful," or even forgotten completely. Such is the very arbitrary nature of 
creating the nation. However, ifarbitrary, the process might actually seem some­-
what predictable with the hindsight we now possess. Put simply, how many 
other ways were there for nations-to-be to become so in the early twentieth 
century? Students of Chinese history now (rightfully) tty to avoid assigning 
strictly reactive definitions to Chinese forms. But it seems hard to deny that the 
meansnation was a IDt  to ending the unequal treaties and fighting imperialism in 
China, of winning respect from the strong nations of the world, and was so 
created in their image. 
Later, a stronger and more confident Chinese nation could afford to ex­-
periment with new forms, as the PRC deliberately set itself in the 1960s as a 
model alternative to the Western nations for other developing peoples to emu­-
ele­late. This possibility did not exist for the early Republicans. If there were ~
mentsrn  that we might classify as "foreign" in the Chinese tiyu of the 191Os, it   
should not strike us as somehow less properly "Chinese" than some ahistorical  
essentialist nationalism that we might project back onto and expect from that.  
era. Rather, this historical episode should testify to the resourcefulness of Chi­-
nese nationalists working desperately to save China from what they saw as  
. sure destruction. There is much that can be learned from a nation that wrote  
itself so skillfully as a mixture of consciousness of the old and knowledge of the  
new, transforming into agents of Chinese modernity inventions and ideologies of   
very un-Chinese traditions. 
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